Melanocytes express 3G5 surface antigen.
The 3G5-reactive ganglioside antigen (3G5 antigen) is expressed on the surface of various cell types including pericytes, pancreatic islet cells, thyroid follicular cells, and cells of the pituitary and the adrenal medulla. Expression on melanocytes has not yet been reported. We examined 148 5-microm cryosections of 12 normal skin samples and 45 skin tumors (21 melanocytic nevi, 8 malignant melanoma primaries, 4 metastases of malignant melanoma, 3 basal cell carcinomas, and 9 pigmented seborrheic keratoses) by triple fluorescence technique with the monoclonal antibody 3G5, DNA fluorochrome, and the anti-melanocytic antibody A103 (Anti-Melan-A). In normal skin, 3G5 reactivity was detected in epidermal melanocytes of 4 of 12 cases with 14.8 +/- 24.1% positive melanocytes; 20 of 21 nevi (72.2 +/- 29.1% positive nevus cells, mean +/- SD), 8 of 8 primary melanomas (83.9 +/- 12.3% positive melanoma cells), and 4 of 4 melanoma metastases (82.5 +/- 6.5% positive melanoma cells) expressed the 3G5 antigen. All tumor cells of investigated basal cell carcinoma or seborrheic keratosis were 3G5 negative. This is the first report of 3G5 antigen expression in melanocytes. The data demonstrate high expression of this ganglioside in the aggregated melanocytes of malignant or benign tumors but low or absent expression in singular melanocytes (normal epidermis, seborrheic keratoses) reflecting a different biologic state.